
Bulletin of Zoological Nomenclature 64(2) June 2007 103

Case 3383

Gobiiis lagocephaliis Pallas, 1770 (currently Sicyopterus lagocephalus;

Osteichthyes, Teleostei, gobiidae): proposed suppression of the specific

name

Wm. Leo Smith and John S. Sparks

American Museum of Natural History, Department oj Ichthyology,

Central Park West at 79th Street, New York, New York 10024, U.S.A.

(e-mails; leosmith@amnh.org and jsparks@amnh.org)

Abstract. The purpose of this application, under Article 81.1 of the Code, is to

suppress the name Gobius lagocepluiliLs Pallas, 1770 (currently Sicyopterus lagocepha-

liis) commonly used for a species of sicydiine goby. The name was originally applied

to a species from the western Atlantic, but is currently applied to various populations

of sicydiine gobies in the Indo-West Pacific. The species identity of Gobius lagoceplia-

lus is uncertain, and previous neotype designations were based on Indo-Pacific

species and are rendered invalid. Further use of this name will disturb stability in the

nomenclature of gobiidae. The name Gobius lagocepluilus has not been used for an

Atlantic sicydiine goby since 1837. If a neotype is designated based on an Indo-West

Pacific species, the use of the current combination Sicyopterus lagocephalus will be

confusing and not consistent with the original description. It is proposed to suppress

the name Gobius lagocephalus Pallas, 1770 to avoid further confusion in gobiid

nomenclature.
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1. Pallas (1770) described Gobius lagocephalus from a single specimen from the

zoological collection of St. Petersburg (presumably from the Kunstkammer, which

is now housed at the St. Petersburg Zoological Museum). The original description

of the goby, to which the name was applied, was somewhat brief, but it did

provide an illustration that is clearly identifiable as a sicydiine goby. This species

had been described earlier by Koelreuter (1764) who did not use binominal

nomenclature. Koelreuter (1764) did not provide locality inforination; however,

Pallas (1770) wrote, 'Pisculum ipse ex America habui Koelreuterus e specimen Musei

Petropohtani descripsit. ignoravit cnitem patriani. We translate this as, T myself

regard this small fish as being from America. Koelreuter described [the species]

from a specimen in the St. Petersburg Museum, however he was ignorant of

[its] native land'. The limited character states that are provided by Pallas (e.g.

number of rays in the second dorsal fin [10]) are inconclusive with regard to

establishing the specific identity of this name; however, the pectoral-ray counts

provided by Pallas exclude Gobius lagocepluilus from Sicyopterus. Furthermore, the

specimen upon which Pallas based his description has been lost (see Kottelat,

in press).
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2. The present difficulties not only arise from Pallas's work but also from the

frequent use of the name Gobiiis kigocephahis for a taxon from the Indo-West Pacific,

a region that is far removed from the type locality ('American Seas'). The first use of

lagocephalus for an Indo-West Pacific sicydiine goby was by Valenciennes in Cuvier

& Valenciennes (1837), who included Gobiiis lagocephalus in a newly described genus

Sicydium Valenciennes in Cuvier & Valenciennes, 1837 (p. 167). In that study,

Sicydium lagocephalus was attributed, without justification, to the Mascarene region.

Since Valenciennes's incorrect attribution, lagocephalus has frequently but intermit-

tently been used for various populations of Indo-West Pacific (primarily Mascarene)

sicydiine gobies of the genus Sicyopterus Gill, 1860 (p. 101). This assignment to

Sicyopterus began with Bleeker (1876, p. 276) and has been generally followed since

(e.g. Kiener, 1963; Allen, 1991; Reinthal & Stiassny. 1991; Watson et al., 2000; Keith

et al., 2005a). To complicate matters, on two separate occasions invalid neotype

designations have been made based on specimens collected in the Mascarene region.

Fricke (1999, p. 523) designated a neotype for Gohius lagocephalus and many other

species, but these designations were invalid because they did not satisfy several

Articles of the Code (75.3, 75.3.2, 75.3.4, 75.3.5 and 75.3.6 - Neotype qualifying

conditions). Shortly thereafter, Fricke (2000) rescinded his neotype designations.

Watson et al. (2000, p. 13) followed up Fricke's work by designating a neotype for

G. lagocephalus. However, this designation is also invalid because the Watson et al.

(2000) study did not discuss Pallas's description, the need for designating a neotype,

or their efforts to locate type material. Therefore, the conditions of Article 75.3

(neotype qualifying designations)rwere not met. Sparks & Nelson (2004) discussed the

availability of the name Gobius lagocephalus and concluded at that time that it must

be considered a nomen dubium.

3. If the existing name-bearing type of a species-group taxon is indeterminate (i.e.

a nomen dubium), the introduction to the Code makes it clear that an application

should be made to the Commission to either suppress the name or designate a

neotype. In this particular case, there are three options, which we list and discuss

below; however, it is important to note that Gobius lagocephalus is the oldest

available name for any sicydiine goby:

( 1

)

designating a neotype for a currently recognized species that is most consistent

with Pallas's description (i.e. assigning the name to any one of the species

currently assigned to the Atlantic genus Sicydium);

(2) designating a neotype that is most consistent with current usage (Sicyopterus);

(3) suppressing the name Gohius lagocephalus and placing it on the Official Index

of Rejected and Invalid Specific Names in Zoology.

The choice among these three options should be based on stabilizing nomenclature

and Article 75.3 of the Code (neotype qualifying designations). Wewill discuss all

three options; however, we believe that suppression of the name Gobius lagocephalus

Pallas, 1770 is preferable in this case. Pallas's original description notes that he

regards the specimen as originating from 'American Seas', although with some
uncertainty. This locality information is supported by his reference to the holotype

having 1 5 pectoral-fin rays. Generally speaking, the western Atlantic and Caribbean

sicydiine gobies of the genus Sicydium and the two Cotylopus species (Reunion and

Mayotte (Comoros)) have lower pectoral-fin ray counts than the Indo-West Pacific

Sicyopterus species ([17-22 rays in Sicyopterus]; Watson, 1995; Watson, 2000;
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Watson ef al., 2000; Keith et al., 2005b), which would be more consistent with

Pallas's count of 15 rays. Therefore, a correct neotype designation for Gobius

lagocepbahis would be most consistent with one of the Sicydiiim gobies from the

'American seas.' However, the designation of a neotype that is consistent with the

type-locality and species description that would fix the name Gobius lagocephalus to

any one taxon oi Sicydiiim goby would be arbitrary and threaten the usage of names

of the well-established Atlantic and Caribbean species of Sicydiiim. This is particu-

larly true because the name lagocephalus has not been used for an 'American'

sicydiine since Valenciennes in Cuvier & Valenciennes (1837) misattributed the name
to a species from the Mascarene region. The second option of designating a neotype

that is most consistent with recent usage (e.g. Fricke, 1999; Watson et al., 2000; Keith

et al., 2005a) contradicts two Articles of the Code, 75.3.5 and 75.3.6. Designating a

neotype from the Mascarene region would violate these two Articles because a

Sicyopterus assignment would be inconsistent with the original description (Article

75.3.5) because of inconsistent pectoral-ray counts and because it would be desig-

nating a neotype from nearly halfway around the world, which is not proximate to

the original type locality (Article 75.3.6). Furthermore, if a western Indian Ocean

sicydiine were to be designated as a neotype, it would be inappropriate for it to be a

Sicyopterus species when only the two Cotylopiis Guichenot, 1863 (p. 9) species have

pectoral-fin ray counts that are consistent with Pallas's description. However, the

designation of a neotype that would fix the name Gobius lagocephalus to either one

of the Cotylopus species would also be arbitrary and threaten the usage of either

species-group names of this well-established Indian Ocean genus. Given that these

previous two options would threaten the usage of well-established names and/or

contradict one or more of the neotype qualifying designations (Article 75.3), we
believe that the best action is to suppress the name Gobius lagocephalus Pallas, 1 770

and place it on the Official Index of Rejected and Invahd Specific Names in Zoology.

It is also important to note that there are numerous available names for sicydiine

gobies described from the Mascarene region that were synonymized with G.

lagocephalus by Watson et al. (2000) when they invalidly designated a neotype for this

species-group name. Although we recognize that this eliminates a commonly used

species-group name, we believe that it is the only justifiable action that does not

threaten usage of well-estabhshed and nomenclaturally unproblematic names or

violate any Articles or guidelines of the Code.

4. In order to avoid confusion and promote stability, as outlined in Article 81, we
propose the suppression of the specific name Gobius lagocephalus Pallas, 1 770. We
have discussed this proposal with many of our colleagues within ichthyology and

herpetology. Everyone that we have spoken to (including various researchers at the

American Museum of Natural History, Los Angeles County Museum, Smithsonian

Institution, University of Michigan, and Villanova University) has agreed with our

recommendation that the name should be suppressed because the problems outweigh

any benefits that designating a neotype would provide.

5. The name Gobius lagocephalus Pallas, 1770 is currently used for a large number
of species in the Indo-West Pacific, the situation that follows the assignments by

Watson et al. (2000) and Keith et al. (2005). Until detailed phylogenetic and

taxonomic investigations are undertaken, all of the names synonymised with

Sicyopterus lagocephalus by Watson et al. (2000) that were not dealt with in Sparks
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& Nelson (2004) should be recognized: Sicydiwn laticeps Valenciennes in Cuvier &
Valenciennes, 1837; Sicydiuin macrostethokpis Bleeker, 1853; Sicydiiim gymnauclien

Bleeker, 1858; Sicydiiim taeniwwn Gunther, 1877; Sicydiiim lutlei Day, 1888;

Sicyoptenis tauae Jordan & Scale, 1906; Sicyoptents extraneiis Herre, 1927; Brycmina

inaiut Fowler, 1932; Sicyoptenis eiidentatiis Parenti & Maciolek, 1993. The oldest

available name for a Sicyoptenis from the Mascarene region is Sicyopenis laticeps,

but other species (e.g. Sicyoptenis pimctissinnis Sparks & Nelson, 2004) are also

found in that region, so no broad generalisations can be made.

6. The International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature is accordingly

asked:

(1) to use its plenary power to suppress the name lagocephalus Pallas, 1770, as

published in the binomen Gobiiis lagocephalus, for the purposes of the Principle

of Priority but not for those of the Principle of Homonymy;

(2) to place on the Official Index of Rejected and Invalid Specific Names in

Zoology the name lagocephalus Pallas, 1770, as published in the binomen

Gobius lagocephalus and as suppressed in (1) above.
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